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1. As a reinsurance company, what role 
does Swiss Re play in helping cities 
build urban resilience strategies?   
Ivo Menzinger:  Swiss Re is  a  re insurance 
company that was founded in 1863 in Switzerland. 
This means that we provide financial protection 
to insurance companies when they are not able 
or do not want to keep certain risks on their own 
balance sheet. In the case of natural disasters, 
for instance, insurance companies need to 
make massive payouts to their customers in a 
short period of time. Reinsurance intervenes 
in such cases to protect insurance companies 
from situations involving great losses for them. 
Our expertise as a reinsurance company is to 
understand, evaluate and manage risks as well as 
calculate risk premium.
Today, the contribution of insurance companies 
in terms of covering risks related to natural 
disaster is quite low in emerging markets but 
also in developed countries. For example, in the 
United States, only 10% of Californian residents 
are insured against earthquakes. Still, there is no 
doubt that more and more cities will unfortunately 
face natural disasters in the upcoming years. 
That is why, in 2011, Swiss Re launched a new 
business unit called “Global Partnership” as a 
response to this challenge. While the insurance industry typically 
focuses on the protection of private assets, this business unit has 
the specifi c mandate to address directly the public sector to make it 
more fi nancially resilient, helping it to use risk fi nancing instruments. 
Our approach is to promote and develop proactive risk management 
strategies for public sector clients such as cities when they tend, for 
many different reasons, to apprehend risks in a reactive manner.  
When it comes to insurance, the current situation is often the 
following in cities:  depending on the jurisdiction, public buildings 
(schools, city halls, etc.) are insured while for infrastructure (road 
or bridges, etc.) the costs of business interruption or disaster 
relief are not covered. We consider that pre-fi nancing is a powerful 
tool for public authorities trying to anticipate risks. So Swiss Re is 
working on innovative projects where insurance is used to build 
resilience and not only to cope with a catastrophe. This would be 
our contribution as a reinsurance company to help cities build urban 
resilience strategies. 
Parametric insurance mechanisms are a good example to illustrate 
how insurance enables risks to be mitigated. I have two interesting 
examples in mind. First, Swiss Re supports the World Bank insurance 
vehicle called Pandemic Emergency Financing Facility (PEF) created 
in response to the Ebola crisis in 2014. During this crisis, it took 
months to make funds available. With the PEF, if you have confi rmed 
laboratory cases and other data reported by the World Health 
Organization of serious virus outbreaks, cash payments are made to 
fi nance response operations on the ground. It prevents the epidemic 
from spreading and potentially developing into a pandemic. Another 
good example – beyond cities but resilience is also about other 
geographical areas – is the work Swiss Re has been involved in 
Perspectives of a reinsurance company on resilience: 
three questions to Ivo Menzinger, Swiss Re
A graduate of the Federal 
Institute of Technology of 
Zurich, Ivo Menzinger has led 
the Europe, Middle East and 
Africa region and public-sector 
solutions at Swiss Re since 
2017. Having worked for the 
company for 20 years, he has 
a broad background across 
client management, product 
development and strategy. 
38
www.factsreports.org
Typology of actions 
to improve cities’ resilience
in Kenya using satellite technology to identify drought. We monitor 
vegetation health and make a payout to affected pastoralists directly 
via mobile money. With these funds, they can buy water and food for 
their livestock so they don’t have to sell their productive assets.
Of course, all risks related to resilience cannot be insured. Cities 
trying to build a resilience strategy often defi ne wide areas of risks. 
For example, some of them identify social cohesion as a key issue to 
address. For these types of risks, you can hardly set up an insurance 
product because it is almost impossible to measure it. But more and 
more we are able to measure very different types of risks such as 
drought or outbreak of epidemic diseases mentioned above. 
2. In 2016 you signed the fi rst public-private 
partnership to build a resilience strategy with 
Veolia and the New Orleans authorities. Could you 
explain the role and responsibilities of Swiss Re 
in this partnership? 
I.M.: In this public-private partnership, the first role of Swiss Re 
was to produce an assessment of financial losses regarding the 
information collected by Veolia on the assets of the Sewerage 
Water Board Authority of New Orleans. The objective is basically to 
determine how often an event such as fl ood could happen and how 
expensive it would be if the risk materializes. So, we use tools that 
can simulate events such as fl ood in a quite sophisticated manner 
to determine characteristics of various scenarios of extreme fl ood 
events and perspectives of financial losses, notably the potential 
economic damages to the city.
After this first step, we made other assessments based on what 
Veolia calls “hardening certain assets” in the sense of strengthening 
them (for instance: investing in flood resilience measures). The 
whole idea is to define which investments would be the most 
effi cient from a cost-benefi t analysis viewpoint and what would be 
the impact on the fi nancial risk. The ultimate objective is to optimize 
the recovery time for these assets to guarantee vital functions for 
the city and reduce the fi nancial impacts of natural disasters.  
3.  Many cities and local governments 
are facing budget cuts and may 
not prioritize investing in solutions 
to prevent risks that may or may 
not materialize. What is your answer 
and arguments to convince cities 
to invest in resilience? 
I.M.: The major improvement that insurance can 
bring is to reduce the volatility in a city budget and 
increase planning certainty. As a city, you invest 
a predictable amount of money in a pre-fi nancing 
solution. This system can apply to all cities from 
the wealthiest to the poorest. With pre-finance, 
city governments are just spreading out these 
unforeseeable costs that they would have to 
spend anyway.
But it is certainly challenging to convince city 
governments as they tend to be more reactive than 
proactive while facing climate catastrophes. They 
often levy tax revenues or count on donations 
to deal with the consequences of a catastrophe. 
If you decide to subscribe to an insurance and 
nothing happens, it could be perceived as an 
additional cost in the budget rather than a long-
term investment, which it actually is. So, it could 
be tempting for politicians to wait and pray that 
nothing happens during their mandate.
Nothing shor t of a paradigm shif t from ex-
post financing to ex-ante financing is required. 
Foresight can help frame a robust f inancial 
r e s i l i e n c e  p l a n .  I n s u r a n c e  i s  o n e  o f  t h e 
mechanisms to achieve it along with others such 
as setting up a budget reserve. Increasingly, this 
shift is happening, helping build a stronger case 
for resilience.  
“OUR APPROACH IS TO PROMOTE 
AND DEVELOP PROACTIVE RISK 
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES FOR 
CITIES WHEN THEY TEND, FOR MANY 
DIFFERENT REASONS, TO APPREHEND 
RISKS IN A REACTIVE MANNER.”
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